From The Interpretation of Dreams

Sigmund Freud

Contradiction of the thesis that all dreams are the fulfiliments of wishes is raised by my patients
with perfect regularity. Here are several examples of the dream material which is offered me to
refute this position.

“You always tell me that the dream is a wish fulfilled,” begins a clever lady patient.
“Now I shall tell you a dream in which the content is quite the opposite, in which a wish of mine
is not fulfilled. How do you reconcile that with your theory? The dream is as follows:

“I want to give a supper, but having nothing at hand except some smoked salmon, I think
of going marketing, but | remember that it is Sunday afternoon, when all the shops are closed. |
next try to telephone to some caterers, but the telephone is out of order. Thus I must resign my
wish to give a supper.”

I answer, of course, that only the analysis can decide the meaning of this dream, although
I admit that at first sight it seems sensible and coherent, and looks like the opposite of a wish-
fulfillment. “But what occurrence has given rise to this dream?” I ask. “You know that the
stimulus for a dream always lies among the experiences of the preceding day.”

Analysis.—The husband of the patient, an upright and conscientious wholesale butcher,
had told her the day before that he is growing too fat, and that he must, therefore, begin treatment
for obesity. He was going to get up early, take exercise, keep to a strict diet, and above all accept
no more invitations to suppers. She proceeds laughingly to relate how her husband at an inn table
had made the acquaintance of an artist, who insisted upon painting his portrait because he, the
painter, had never found such an expressive head. But her husband had answered in his rough
way that he was very thankful for the honor, but that he was quite convinced that a portion of the
backside of a pretty young girl would please the artist better than his whole face. She said that she
was at the time very much in love with her husband, and teased him a good deal. She had also
asked him not to send her any caviar. What does that mean?

As a matter of fact, she had wanted for a long time to eat a caviar sandwich every
forenoon, but had grudged herself the expense. Of course, she would at once get the caviar from
her husband, as soon as she asked him for it. But she had begged him, on the contrary, not to send
her the caviar, in order that she might tease him about it longer.

This explanation seems far-fetched to me. Unadmitted motives are in the habit of hiding
behind such unsatisfactory explanations. We are reminded of subjects hypnotized by Bernheim,
who carried out a posthypnotic order, and who, upon being asked for their motives, instead of
answering: “I do not know why I did that,” had to invent a reason that was obviously inadequate.
Something similar is probably the case with the caviar of my patient. | see that she is compelled
to create an unfulfilled wish in life. Her dream also shows the reproduction of the wish as
accomplished. But why does she need an unfulfilled wish?

The ideas so far produced are insufficient for the interpretation of the dream. | beg for
more. After a short pause, which corresponds to the overcoming of a resistance, she reports
further that the day before she had made a visit to a friend, of whom she is really jealous, because
her husband is always praising this woman so much. Fortunately, this friend is very lean and thin,
and her husband likes well-rounded figures. Now of what did this lean friend speak? Naturally of
her wish to become somewhat stouter. She also asked my patient: “When are you going to invite
us again? You always have such a good table.”

Now the meaning of the dream is clear. I may say to the patient: “It is just as though you
had thought at the time of the request: ‘Of course, I’ll invite you, so you can eat yourself fat at my
house and become still more pleasing to my husband. I would rather give no more suppers.” The
dream then tells you that you cannot give a supper, thereby fulfilling your wish not to contribute



anything to the rounding out of your friend’s figure. The resolution of your husband to refuse
invitations to supper for the sake of getting thin teaches you that one grows fat on the things
served in company.” Now only some conversation is necessary to confirm the solution. The
smoked salmon in the dream has not yet been traced. “How did the salmon mentioned in the
dream occur to you?” “Smoked salmon is the favorite dish of this friend,” she answered. I happen
to know the lady, and may corroborate this by saying that she grudges herself the salmon just as
much as my patient grudges herself the caviar....

[A]nother dream of a more gloomy character was offered me by a female patient as the
contradiction for my theory of the wish-dream. The patient, a young girl, began as follows: “You
remember that my sister has only one boy, Charles: she lost the older one, Otto, while I was still
at her house. Otto was my favorite; it was | who really brought him up. I like the other little
fellow, too, but of course not nearly as much as the dead one. Now | dreamt last night that | saw
Charles lying dead before me. He was lying in his little coffin, his hands folded: there were
candles all about, and, in short, it was just like the time of little Otto’s death, which shocked me
so profoundly. Now tell me, what does this mean? You know me: am | really bad enough to wish
my sister to lose the only child she has left? Or does the dream mean that | wish Charles to be
dead rather than Otto, whom I like so much better?”

I assured her that this interpretation was impossible. After some reflection | was able to
give her the interpretation of the dream, which I subsequently made her confirm.

Having become an orphan at an early age, the girl had been brought up in the house of a
much older sister, and had met among the friends and visitors who came to the house, a man who
made a lasting impression upon her heart. It looked for a time as though these barely expressed
relations were to end in marriage, but this happy culmination was frustrated by the sister, whose
motives have never found a complete explanation. After the break, the man who was loved by our
patient avoided the house: she herself became independent some time after little Otto’s death, to
whom her affection had now turned. But she did not succeed in freeing herself from the
inclination for her sister’s friend in which she had become involved. Her pride commanded her to
avoid him; but it was impossible for her to transfer her love to the other suitors who presented
themselves in order. Whenever the man whom she loved, who was a member of the literary
profession, announced a lecture anywhere, she was sure to be found in the audience; she also
seized every other opportunity to see him from a distance unobserved by him. | remembered that
on the day before she had told me that the Professor was going to a certain concert, and that she
was also going there, in order to enjoy the sight of him. This was on the day of the dream; and the
concert was to take place on the day on which she told me the dream. | could now easily see the
correct interpretation, and | asked her whether she would think of any event which had happened
after the death of little Otto. She answered immediately: “Certainly; at that time the Professor
returned after a long absence, and I saw him once more beside the coffin of little Otto.” It was
exactly as [ had expected. I interpreted the dream in the following manner: “If now the other boy
were to die, the same thing would be repeated. You would spend the day with your sister, the
Professor would surely come in order to offer condolence, and you would see him again under the
same circumstances as at that time. The dream signifies nothing but this wish of yours to see him
again, against which you are fighting inwardly. I know that you are carrying the ticket for today’s
concert in your bag. Your dream is a dream of impatience; it has anticipated the meeting which is
to take place today by several hours.”

In order to disguise her wish she had obviously selected a situation in which wishes of
that sort are commonly suppressed—a situation which is so filled with sorrow that love is not
thought of. And yet, it is very easily probable that even in the actual situation at the bier of the
second, more dearly loved boy, which the dream copied faithfully, she had not been able to
suppress her feelings of affection for the visitor whom she had missed for so long a time....

I hope that the above discussion and examples will suffice—until further objection can be
raised—to make it seem credible that even dreams with a painful content are to be analyzed as the



fulfillments of wishes. Nor will it seem a matter of chance that in the course of interpretation one
always happens upon subjects of which one does not like to speak or think. The disagreeable
sensation which such dreams arouse is simply identical with the antipathy which endeavors—
usually with success—to restrain us from the treatment or discussion of such subjects, and which
must be overcome by all of us, if, in spite of its unpleasantness, we find it necessary to take the
matter in hand. But this disagreeable sensation, which occurs also in dreams, does not preclude
the existence of a wish; everyone has wishes which he would not like to tell to others, which he
does not want to admit even to himself. We are, on other grounds, justified in connecting the
disagreeable character of all these dreams with the fact of dream disfigurement, and in concluding
that these dreams are distorted, and that the wish-fulfillment in them is disguised until recognition
is impossible for no other reason than that a repugnance, a will to suppress, exists in relation to
the subject-matter of the dream or in relation to the wish which the dream creates. Dream
disfigurement, then, turns out in reality to be an act of the censor. We shall take into consideration
everything which the analysis of disagreeable dreams has brought to light if we reword our
formula as follows: The dream is the (disguised) fulfillment of a (suppressed, repressed) wish.'
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